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The Beekeepers complements a film/digital video of the same name.  It documents my 
process in creating alternative films/digital videos while pursuing my MFA at Virginia 
Commonwealth University.  It starts with my first film/digital video, “Redemption,” and 
traces my progression over two years culminating with the 25 minute experimental 
documentary, “The Beekeepers.”      
 
 









In my work during the last two years at Virginia Commonwealth University, I have set out 
to research and produce the documentary film/video as it relates to both the documentary 
tradition and that of experimental film makers.  As a photographer who has over 15 years 
produced a body of work decidedly within the documentary tradition, I have sought to find 
a route that links this tradition to the contemporary practices in film/video making today. 
By first focusing on filmmakers with backgrounds in photography, then branching out to 
artists in the field of video and film making, I have sought to establish a link to my past 




film still from Chris Marker’s “La Jetee” 
 
The point of entry in the process was Robert Frank.  My still work has been heavily 
influenced by what is sometimes called the New York School of Photography, a group of  
street photographers which in addition to Frank included William Klein, Weegee, Diane 
Arbus, Gary Winogrand, Lee Friedlander and even Ray Metzger.  I also have been largely 
influenced by their European counterparts, notably Cartier-Bresson, Josef Koudelka and 
Mario Giacomelli.  To make sense of these two disparate groups, I sought to find a link 
that brings these two influences together.  
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Robert Frank with his Swiss origins satisfied these parameters and served as my first entry 
into the world of film/video.  His seminal work, The Americans, has long held influence 
over my black and white still photography and is a cornerstone of the New York School of 
Photography. As The Americans was largely influenced by Cartier-Bresson’s The 
Europeans, Frank’s work combines elements of both The New York School and its 
European compliment.   Since Frank starting making films shortly after publication of The 
Americans, his early films I reasoned, would offer a clear example of how to make the 
transition from still photography to the moving image.  
 
                                   
The Americans first edition cover 1958                                 The Europeans first edition cover 1955 
 
This led me to Frank’s films, “Pull My Daisy,” narrated by Jack Kerouac and, “Me and My 
Brother,” with poetry from Allan Ginsberg.  Studying these films provided my work with 
its initial understanding on how a still photographer migrates to film.  Similar in theme and 
style to his documentary work of the 50’s, these films illustrated how a photographer took 
advantage of the opportunities that the moving image offered.  They demonstrated 
stylistically what this shift in mediums could entail.   
 
The next connection to my work was accidental.  While reviewing a small exhibit at the 
National Gallery of Art on the Photo League of New York City, I came across the teaching 
philosophy of Sid Grossman as he espoused it in the early periods of photography.  The 
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exhibit, “The Streets of New York: American Photographs from the Collection 1938-
1958”, displayed the work of Sid Grossman and related his philosophy in creating new 
work as he taught it to his students at the Photo League.   
 
The Photo League, a cooperative of amateur and professional photographers in NYC, was 
founded in 1936.  Offering classes and darkroom space to budding photographers, Sid 
Grossman would encourage his students to expand the medium.   His approach emphasized 
experimentation and risk.  Though his focus on social issues later landed the photo league 
in front of the HUAC committee, causing many of its members, including Paul Strand, to 
be blacklisted; it proved to be an important force for photography’s development during 
the forties.     
 
photograph by Sid Grossman 
 
Grossman’s approach and philosophy appealed to my goals in film making and thus I set 
forth to incorporate it into my approach to film making.   
 
Concurrent with the adoption of this method, was my interest in the work of Jem Cohen.  
Introduced to Cohen’s work by visiting professor Kevin Everson, I was attracted to his 
street photography style in “Lost Book Found “and “This is a History of New York.”  In 
developing my work I sought to imitate Jem Cohen’s example as I purchased a Bolex 
Camera and began to shoot 16mm black and white film.  From watching his films it was 
clear that his sensibilities had photographic roots.  The film “Lost Book Found” read to me 
as a street photographer’s diary.   I later came to realize that Jem Cohen has a family 
connection to Sid Grossman.  Grossman was the father of his (half) brother Adam, also a 
filmmaker, having been married to his mother. This realization reinforced my approach.   
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Scene from Jem Cohen’s “Lost Book Found” 
 
In addition to stylistic concerns, my still photography has also over the years embraced 
cultural themes.   Examples include; a story on American Voudou I photographed for 
Discovery Channel (“Voudou Village” Destination Discovery Magazine, Oct 1994); two 
commissioned stories on AIDS, one in Nepal the other in Washington DC, also for 
Discovery Channel (“Life in An AIDS Clinic”, Destination Discovery Magazine, Nov 
1993); a story on the Shaker Villages of New England for Smithsonian Magazine (“Living 
a Tradition”Apr 2001); and that of a Laotian Temple in Virginia for The Washington Post 
(“Festival At The Temple”, Jul 2000).  Personal projects focusing on Nepal, New York, 
Paris and Italy have reinforced this direction.   To maintain a connection to this aspect of 
my still work I additionally sought to find an entry into film/video work that embraced this 
cultural dimension.   
 
                   
         opening spread from story on Oyotunji,SC                          a sex worker in Nepal from AIDS/HIVSeries 
 
 
I found this with the work of Maya Deren .  I had previously read Maya Deren’s book on 
Hatian Voodoo, The Divine Horseman, when I did my work on the American Voudou 
colony Oyotunji, and was aware of her film work.  But up to that point I had only viewed 
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her film on Haitian Voodoo of the same name. It was misrepresentation of her work, I 
would later learn, as the film “The Divine Horsemen” was edited from her footage of 
Haitian Voodoo some twenty years after her death by her husband Teiji Ito, and thus can 





Searching out her work anew, I reviewed the compilation released by Mystic Fire, “Maya 
Deren Experimental Film.”   This compilation includes “Meshes of the Afternoon,” “Ritual 
in Transfigured Time,”  “At Land,” and other titles.  Additionally I took up studying P 
Adams Sitney’s book, Visionary Film, considered by many to be the definitive text on 
avant garde film in America.  Here Sitney credits Maya Deren as the beginning of avant 
garde filmmaking in America.    From his book I discovered a host of “Visionary Film 
Makers,” including Kenneth Anger, Stan Brakhage, Su Friedrich, Man Ray, Bill Viola, 




First Film “Redemption” 
 
 
My first film “Redemption,” largely embraced this sense of the Visionary or avant garde 
film.  Ostensibly a film/digital video about a journey in a car, the work expands to explore 
issues of personal transformation.  Divided between inward and outward looking, the film 
examines the inner and outer worlds in an abstract fashion eventually leading to their 
conflict.  By filming views from inside a car, taking care to select views not normally 
attended while driving, then juxtaposing them with views of the pavement taken by a 
camera mounted to a bicycle; the project was able to show two different vantage points to 
representing this inward/outward dichotomy.   The conflict produced in the film/digital 
video is resolved like a passing storm, without judgment or prescription.  In the end the 
balance between inner and outer is reestablished.      
 
As it was my first film, ambivalence dominated my feelings about it.  It seemed to be 
something, but not anything that I had ever seen before.   
 
These feelings were replaced by a sense of intrigue when I attended the Black Maria film 
Festival in Charlottesville.  At the 25
th
 festival held during Charlottesville’s Film festival 
of that year, one artist in particular stood out for me.  That year Leighton Pierce’s entry 
titled “Viscera” bore a strong resemblance to my piece “Redemption.”  Though different in 
many ways, the techniques and goals were not far off.  As I overheard Dee Dee Halleck 
describe it,Viscera was more like a painting than a film.  Pierce, described by the director 
of Black Maria, John Columbus, as having only recently having moved away from film to 
digital video, appeared to have embraced the medium’s newfound plasticity.  Through 
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overlays and a variety of techniques, he displayed a stylistic sense of control over the 
medium that was only now becoming possible to the independent film/video maker, a set 





Second Film “The Cattle Auction” 
 
For my next project I wandered into the realm of the documentary.  My first film to 
attempt a look at the documentary was “The Cattle Auction.”  Returning to a topic that I 
had covered as a still photographer (“Horsetrading” SKY Magazine, Sep 2001, 
“Contemporary Photography in Virginia”, Art Museum of Western Virginia, Feb-Jun 
2002), I sought to produce a documentary without narration.  Simple in format, the 
film/digital video was to tell the story of a local livestock auction house through the 
moving image.  Aware of Winogrand’s treatment of the same (Stock Photographs: The 
Fort Worth Fat Stock Show and Rodeo), “The Cattle Auction” sought to further the 
connection to documentary photography as I began to make films.  The film to some 
degree reflected Werner Herzog’s early film on livestock auctions, (“How Much Wood 
Would a Woodchuck Chuck”), as it sought the depiction of a poetic and tragic view on life 
at this particular auction house.  
 
 
Image from the Cattle Auction Series 
 
Background reading for the film included, Rene Girard’s Violence and the Sacred 
(recommended by poet Gregory Orr), Charles Segal’s Dionysiac Poetic’s and Euripide’s 
Bacchae and well as Franz Cumont’s The Mysteries of Mithra.  With these readings I 
sought to discern a mythic understanding of the cattle auction and perhaps discern a 
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connection to the Cowboy Culture of America.  A culture to which my family history has 
some connection as my great-grandfather was known to have been a Cowboy.   
 
This train of thought had a long history.  Its origins began with two stories I produced on 
AIDS/HIV.  While researching the second of these two stories in Nepal for Discovery 
Channel’s Destination Discovery magazine, I stumbled across the aspect of ritual 
prostitution in Hindu culture.  As the story was to encompass cultural mores that informed 
public responses to AIDS/HIV, I decided to research this cultural oddity to see if it defined 
different cultural response to the disease different than I had seen in the states.      
 
In this research I found its parallel component in ancient Greek culture and Dionysian 
religion in general.  Ritual prostitution, I discovered, was also known in ancient Greece. 
 
Though the story ended, my research continued.  Soon I was led to the Dionysian religion 
and then to the Mithraic cult of the Romans.  I became fascinated with the aspect of the 
Bull in these religions (a theme that informed the work of Picasso).     
 
It was another assignment that led me to connect this to the livestock auction.   This 
connection came while photographing a story for Smithsonian Magazine featuring the 
author Larry McMurtry in Archer City, Texas (“Racing To Round Up Readers,” Mar 
1999).   Here I had the opportunity to discuss with him the origins of his book, Lonesome 
Dove.  At dinner he told me that the stories his parents had told him as a child formed the 
basis for much of his writing in Lonesome Dove.  
 
These stories interested me immensely as my family’s roots lie in Texas not far from 
Archer City.  Larry McMurtry’s stories reminded me of the stories I had been told of my 
great grandfather being a cowboy.  Eventually I realized that these stories formed a culture.  
As a culture, then, I began to wonder if there was a thread that connected American 
cowboy culture with Mithraic and Minoan cultures.  
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Thus “The Cattle Auction” was to be an attempt to reduce American Cattle Culture to 
some sort of ritual.  My goal was to find a connection between the cattle auction and its 
primitive past.  As cattle are not indigenous to the New World, it seemed that the culture 
surrounding cattle might not be as well.  
 
These two films produced for myself some conflict.  Outside of the expected formatting, 
technical and other issues of filmmaking, I encountered resistance to their content.  This 
was especially true of “The Cattle Auction.”  Though in no way intended to be a political 
film, student critiques focused entirely on this point.  The political content of the film was 
compared to PETA films and even Darfur.  A surprising sentiment in light of the fact that 
the inhabitants of Darfur raise cattle.  The conflict altered the film as I unsuccessfully 














Third Film “The Beekeepers” 
 
 
With my third film, “The Beekeepers”, the documentary nature of my work has evolved to 
make what I consider my first complete film.  Traveling in Italy over the Summer, I was 
able to spend time in Venice at the  52
nd
  Biennale, “Pensa con i Sensi, Senti con la Mente” 
(“Think with the Senses, Feel with the Mind”) curated by Robert Storr of Yale .  Through a 
review of works presented in both the giardini and the arsenale , it became clear how 
important the environment has become to the art world.  Numerous works in various 
formats addressed the issue.  One standout was Steve Mc Queen’s video, “Gravesend,” a 
work that explored the issue of Coltan mining on the Congo.  In this piece he compares the 
devastation wrought by mining this valuable mineral to the devastation brought to the 
Congo in the past as depicted in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.  The work forces us to 
question whether things have really changed with the official end to colonization. 
 
Perhaps the most poignant example of environmental concerns was Robert Pollidori’s 
work from Katrina.  Seeing it in Venice for my first time created a true sense of the global 
nature of environmental issues.  Though not intended to be a site-specific piece, its 
presence in a city all too susceptible to the plight depicted, created for me a poetic 
connection to Pollidori’s work.   
  
Robert Polidori’s After the Flood  2006 
 
When I subsequently read Elizabeth Kolbert’s article in the New Yorker that summer on 
the crisis facing honey bees (“Stung, Where Have All the Bees Gone,” August 11, 2007), I 
knew this would be my next film.   As a former beekeeper who kept bees for over ten 
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years, the issue was familiar to me.  Though never a commercial beekeeper, I nonetheless 
knew most of the concepts and practices associated with beekeeping from my experience 
as a hobbyist. I clearly understood the honey bee’s importance to the environment and 
agriculture.  With Elizabeth Kolbert’s startling connection of the bees problems to the 
environmental crises facing the world today-even global warming; I was motivated to 
commence my present film on the subject.   
 
Additional readings on the subject include; Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, Virgil’s 
Georgics, Langstroth’s The Hive and the Honey Bee, Bee by Claire Preston, The Sacred 
Bee by Hilda M Ransome and Silvia Plath’s bee poems in her collection Ariel.  Other 
resources include Neumann’s The Great Mother, Euripide’s “Medea,” and Edmund 
Russell’s War and Nature, Fighting Humans and Insects with chemicals from World War I 
to Silent Spring.  Through my readings I sought to obtain a cultural background on bees 
that would provide subtext to the contemporary crisis known as Colony Collapse Disorder.   
 
 
The breath of filmmakers’ influence on my work increased during the making of “The 
Beekeepers” to include three notable additions.  First to better understand the work of Jem 
Cohen, I sought out the work of one of his major influences, the French filmmaker Chris 
Marker.  This led to a better understanding of Cohen’s narrative in his work while further 
establishing a connection to documentary photography as Chris Marker’s seminal film, 
“La Jetee" is formed almost entirely from still images.   Second, through Prof Wax’s 
Seminar class I was introduced to the work of Werner Herzog and his “Land of Silence 
and Darkness.”  This work greatly influenced my understanding of the poetic sensibility 
that a documentary could obtain.  Third, through the visiting artist series of the 
Photography and Film Department, I was introduced to the work of Su Friedrich.  Through 
her work, especially that of “Sink or Swim”, I gained more nuanced understanding of the 
poetic structure of a film.  Her use of archival footage provided a vital addition to the tools 
I was to use in putting together “The Beekeepers”.    
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In response to critiques where it was adamantly argued that “The Beekeepers” was 
propaganda due to its focus on environmental issues, I set out to explore the issue of 
propaganda in the body of the film.  I discovered that issues regarding the environment 
now are often cast as propaganda, so I sought to counter the argument within the body of 
the film. 
 
Searching the national archives at College Park, Maryland I was able to find footage from 
a Fascist Italian film of the Mussolini period depicting farming and beekeeping (“Giornale 
97”).  This film showing farming activities where all the farmers are solely women and the 
only men depicted serve as instructors, provides a clear example of propaganda truly at 
odds with the film. In a depiction of farming fantastically unreal, “Giornale 97” presents 
the absurdity of propaganda in its fascist dimension.   The communal farm where all of the 
workers are women, set forth as the fascist ideal with strong Aryan overtones, reminds the 
viewer of the true goals and motives of propaganda.   Yet on another level it mirrors the 
structure of a honey bee hive.  Inadvertently its absurdity reflects the true nature of a hive.  
As any beekeeper knows, the worker bees of a hive are exclusively female.   The metaphor 
is extended when one realizes that almost all honey bees in Europe and America are of the 
species Apis Mellifera also known as the Italian Honey bee.  Thus in a funny twist on 
things, “Giornales 97’s” fascist view on agriculture mirrors the reality of modern day 
beekeeping where Italian female bees are the worker bees of the hive. 
 
Additionally I located a US Department of Agriculture film that could also be considered 
propaganda.  “The Helpful Honeybee” with its lone male beekeeper is in stark contrast to 
its Italian counterpart  “Gioranle 97.”  Included in “The Beekeeper” is a scene with brief 
narration where it is stated that the smoking of the hive is equivalent to giving the bees a 
tranquilizing pill.  This statement makes a clear presentation of the value of pharmaceutical 
drugs of the time period which is in conflict with current sensibilities. The inclusion of this 
footage into my film, furthers the exposure of propaganda and works as prelude to the later 
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revelations concerning chemical warfare.  By placing it side by side with its Italian 
counterpart, it imparts a cultural dimension to the issue of propaganda, showing a 
similarity across cultures and ideologies.  
  
Lastly the late addition “What to Do,” produced in 1943 as part of the United States 
civilian war effort, has come to occupy an important place in “The Beekeepers.”  While 
checking my facts during the editing of my film, I sought to find verification for Rachel 
Carson’s claim that the pesticide industry had its origins in chemical warfare.   The claim 
while alarming was not important to the film and thus I sought a second source to back it 
up.  In this search I came across a curious book titled, War and Nature, Fighting Humans 
and Insects with Chemicals from World War I to Silent Spring,  by Edmund Russell.  
 
Reading reviews of the book put forth in a symposium (“Chemicals in the Field,” 
Metascience, Vol 12, No. 1, March 2003) it quickly became clear the immensity of Rachel 
Carson’s claim.  Not only was she correct, but the extent to which the chemical warfare 
and pesticide industries were merged made my assertion that pesticides were at the center 
of Colony Collapse Disorder all the more troubling.  It became imperative that I address 
the issue more forcefully in my film.   
 
With no time to travel back to the National Archives, I remembered Su Friedrich’s 
comment on obtaining archival footage online.  She had confirmed archive.org as a viable 
resource.  It was there that I found “What To Do.”  A film produced by Film Media Corp 
approved by the United States Office of Civilian Defense.   
 
This film, funded by the Clorox Chemical Corporation, purportedly shows one ‘what to 
do’ in the event of a chemical attack.  But in retrospect it shows how little prepared the 
government was for such an attack.  More than information it disperses propaganda to 
dissuade the public from being alarmed about chemical warfare.  It offers that one has 
nothing to fear if they only follow these simple steps.  In an odd joke the film even goes so 
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far as to warn one not to step on the grass.  An eerie echo of the understanding that the 
chemical warfare industry and the pesticide industry are but two aspects of the same 
business.  
 
Together, these film’s placement within the structure of “The Beekeepers” demonstrates 
through a process of mimesis, Aristotle’s idea of imitation in his Poetics.  By putting films 
about bees agriculture and chemical warfare within a film that is itself about bees 
agriculture and chemical warfare,  “The Beekeepers” clearly distinguishes itself from these 
film’s propaganda aims.  Through their similarities, what emerges is their differences from 
“The Beekeepers”.  This point and is in line with what Aristotle claims to be the objective 
of art.  Namely, that all art is imitation and that it divergence from what is imitated 
determines its nature and intent.  Thus the use of these films in “The Beekeepers” informs 
the viewer of its distinction from propaganda.  An idea that is particularly fitting as 
Aristotle wrote much about bees in his History of the Animals and is referenced in the 
film. 
 
The use of archival footage serves other purposes as well.  In the use of NASA Space 
Shuttle Footage, where bees are taken into space, the idea that bees have long traveled with 
us is extended.  The narration tells us that migratory beekeeping started with the ancient 
Egyptians and continues with commercial beekeeping today.  But it also shows us that 
these two distant places are connected when viewed from space.  By taking the viewer into 
space it also serves the purpose of emphasizing the global nature of the environment.   
 
In working out the narration of the film, the overall theme of the film came to center on the 
role that pesticides play in the Crisis of CCD.  Though not a true documentary in the style 
normally associated with the genre, “The Beekeepers” does take a stand on the issue.  This 
stand is largely in line with its main character, Commercial Beekeeper David Hackenberg.  
He asserts that the recent large scale adoption of systemic pesticides is the source of his 
bees aliments.  As David Hackenberg is the reported discoverer of CCD and has appeared 
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on the news in numerous venues including, 60 Minutes (“Whats Wrong With The Bees?” 
Oct 28, 2007 updated Feb 21, 2008) and PBS (“Silence of the Bees,” Oct 28, 2007), his 
statements are first hand accounts and generally reflect the industry of beekeeping.   
 
This idea is consistent with that promoted by Rachel Carson in Silent Spring.  In her 
chapter titled “Elixirs of Death,” she describes the use of systemics as, “death by 
indirection.”   She compares their use to the myth of Medea, where Medea, a sorceress,  
after learning that her husband has taken another wife, seeks revenge through the gift of a 
poisoned robe to her rival.  The chapter goes further to relate that scientists in England had 
found that plants treated with systemics produced nectar laced with the pesticide long after 
treatment.  Bees that had foraged on the plants were found to have the systemic poison in 
their honey.   
 
The narration then steps back to try to put things in perspective.  By pulling in Langstroth’s 
1853 writings on the honey bee’s enemies in The Hive and the Honey Bee,  it found a mid 
point between ancient writings on bees and contemporary ones.  In this treatise a quote is 
found that references both.  Langsroth’s quote  “The careless will obtain a moth proof hive 
only when the sluggard finds a weed proof soil,” at first  shows how little had changed for 
the bees over thousands of years. Aristotle’s writings generally reflect Langstroth’s 
experience with bees some two thousand years later.  A point which leads Langstorth to 
believe that wax moths are a fact of life.  Yet it also offers an accidentally prophetic tone.  
It anticipates the extent of pesticide use in this country today.  His seemingly absurd 
analogy to a farmer having a weed proof soil accurately describes the use of pesticides by 
today’s farmer.  A future he could never have imagined. 
 
Through the use of subtitles, myth makes the final statement with a quote from Virgil on 
the nature of the ailment that plagues a mythical beekeeper.  A quote that implicates 




“…for here is the source of your bees sickness.   
And the death they were dealt by the nympths with whom Eurydice  
Danced in the Deep woods.”   
 
The music for the film extends the theme with the selection of an Ambrosian Chant.  St 
Ambrose, in addition to being the creator of the Ambrosian chant is also the patron saint of 
the honey bees.  The chant Kyrie is appropriately sung by a chorus of women, in 
opposition to the tradition where men sing the chants, but in line with the organization of 
bee hives.  
 
 
The use of these elements in the film was largely informed by the work of Chris Marker.   
I was first intrigued by Marker’s poetic construction of “La Jettee”  with its theme of a 
future where the protagonist holds onto an image from his past.  The metaphor of allowing 
his character to visit both the past and the future to save the people of the present allowed 
him to recast the issue of nuclear catastrophe outside the present set of circumstances. This 
offered a structural option not available in traditional documentaries.  
 
But it was with Marker’s “Sans Soleil,” where he takes it further and adapts it to the form 
of the documentary that I began to see its application to my goals.  Here again Marker’s 
application of a poetic connection of the past to the future is used to tell his story.  But this 
time the story is not fictional.  Instead it is a recasting of events we are to some degree 
familiar with.  By adding a cultural dimension to his narrative, offering us varying points 







Once I settled on my conceit where I focused my narrative on the history of the beekeeper, 
things began to open up to this approach.  By referencing those who used the beekeepers 
for their own purposes, rather that trying to explain the importance of beekeeping, a 
fluidity of movement was obtained that allowed me to incorporate various points of view 
without contradiction.  
 
In the end this approach afforded me the ability to accomplish with “The Beekeepers” what 
I could not with “The Cattle Auction.”  I was able to employ myth, ancient religion, 
poetry, science and propaganda into a coherent mix in creating my narrative.  Through the 
application of techniques garnered from Chris Marker, and informed by Jem Cohen, Su 
Friederich, and Wernor Herzog, my film/digital video “The Beekeepers” succeeded in 
stepping beyond the traditional boundaries of the documentary to tell its story.  
 
Marker’s approach has been employed by many filmmakers in addition to Jem Cohen, 
including Terry Gilliam in “Twelve Monkeys,” and the Otolith Group in “Otolith.”  The 
approach has generally been limited to contemporary stories of the 20
th
 and  21
st
 centuries 
with references to the future.  My approach differs in that it seeks to employ lessons from a 
more distant past with contemporary stories.  Rather than looking to a mythical future, it 
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